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CENTRAL INTELLIGENCE AGENCY
Directorate of Intelligence
2 September 1971

INTELLIGENCE MEMORANDUM

Election Developments in South Vietnam

Introduction

. The Lower House election campaign and, more par-
ticularly, the presidential election campeign may
prove to be a watershed in the political development
of Scouth Vietnam. Recent developments in these cam-
paigns have stimulated considerable political turmoil

S within South Vietnam and have sparked adverse pub-

' licity for the Thieu government at home and abroad.
This paper traces the unfolding of these developments
and examines some of their probable near- and longer-
term repercussions.

Since the mid-1960s, there had been some evolution
from strong-man government toward the development of
a new set of rules that had given the opposition more
freedom to maneuver and forced the incumbents to be
responsive to a broader spectrum of the population.
This trend began when political stability of sorts
was re-established following a succession of military
— coups. In the Senate elections during the summer of
' 1970, voters had a relatively free choice, and an
opposition slate actually did better at the polls
than the strongest government-backed slate. The
evolution has been gradual, and no one step was
particularly impressive, but the cumulative effect
over several years has been substantial.

This trend, however, has been arrested by a
' number of recent developments, including: the massive
effort by the Thieu camp working through the govern-
ment apparatus to get out the vote for favored Assem-~
bly candidates and later for President Thieu; Big

NOTE: This memorandum was prepared by the O0ffice
ot of Current Intelligence and was coordinated within
! CIA.
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Minh's decision to withdraw from the race on the
grounds that Thieu is rigging the presidential elec-
tion; the Supreme Court's abrupt reversal of its
earlier decision that Vice President Ky had failed
to qualify for a place on the ballot and its sub-
sequent decision to remove Ky's name from the bal~-
lot; and President Thieu's announcement that the
presidential electior would be converted into a
referendum. These events, some of which have been
of dubious constitutionality, have recreated an

: image of the kind that marked the suppression of

‘. the Buddhist Struggle Movement in 1966.

~2=-
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The Three Principals

l. The current situation can best Ye under-
stood by reviewing the political views, calculations
and miscalculations of President Thiceu, Vice Presi-
dent Ky, and Big Minh as they approached the elec~
tions.

Prestident Thieu

. 2. Thieu has never given much indication that
he appreciated the potential value of the Senate
elections from the government's point of view. Al-
though the government superficially suffered a de-
feat in 1970 when an opposition Buddhist-backed
slate attracted the most votes of the three winning
slates, the government stood to gain in important,
if indirect; ways. The fact that the bureaucracy
had worked mightily to get out the vote, but had
nevertheless permitted a fairly clean election to
take place, persuaded many skeptics that it might
be possible after all to have fairly contested elec-
tions in South Vietnam. The hands of those "mili-
tant" Buddhist leaders who had favored stiiving for
political power via parliamentary means were strength-
ened significantly against some of their colleagues
who would rather have taken to the streets. Partly
as a result of the 197) Senate election experience,
over 1,300 candidates in the 44 provinces were en-
couraged to vie for voter support in the just-com-
pleted Lower House electionsz, a convincing demon-
stration of the growing interest in runnirg for elec-
tive office and working "within the system."

3. Despite the help that the Senate elections
of 1970 gave to South Vietnam's image, Thieu may well
have regarded them more as a lapse than as proof at
home and abroad that he was runnirg a legitimate
constitutional operation. He has never forgotten
that the Thieu-Ky ticket polled only a 34.9-percent
plurality when it ran in a field of 11 slates in
1967, and he has wanted a convincing majority man-
date ever since. In his view, the mecve surface evi-
dence of support the better. This helps account for
his recent tactics in zornering virtually all the
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endorsements available from members of the Nat.ional
R Assembly and from members of the provincial councils.
‘ Although this action was an essential part of his
strategy to eliminate Ky from the race, Thieu also
seems to feel that nominations and elections are like
Sl petitions--the more signatures, the greater the po-~
BHIRES litical impact. Accordingly, Thieu has cranked up

the government bureaucracy--his political machine--

to get out an overwhelming vote in the hope of first

swamping the opposition in the Lower House elections,
s if possiblie, and then, most certainly, in the presi-
‘;@ dential election, now converted to a referendum.

Co 4. During the past year, Thieu has given the
S lie to those who claim that he is not a politician.
cad Although he is neither =« good party politician nor
et a constructor of party coalitioas, politics by party
I is not traditionally or currently the major modus

s vivendi of political operations in South Vietnam.
- Political influence is extended, rather, through
e religious organization and through the adiiinist.ative
h and military bureaucracy. Personal magnetism and
status are also very important. Thieu has shown a
zest for personal campaigning in the provinces. He
has visited virtually every part of South Vietnam,
shaking hands as the bands played, handing out deeds
under the land reform program, and Pinning medals on
local officials, reportedly to the delight of many
South Vietnamese who otherwise would have no interest
in the regime in Saigon. Thieu's staff has meticu-
lously recorded his prior meetings with hundreds of
rural notables at official conferences, helping him
as he assiduously cu .tivates their personal good will
when he visits these notables in their villages,

5. In four years in office, Thieu never has
been responsive to the overtures of party leaders
L eager to make deals, having little faith in their
- . ability to deliver the vote or otherwise bring him
SRS real support. But he has replaced more than a few
province chiefs with men who would be responsive to
his will. He has seen to it that many of his mili-
tary officers, commanding over a million voting-age
men iIn uniform, were instructed on how to help. Bu-
reaucréets of all kinds have been organized to get
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out the vote. 1In the best tradition of American and
European political campaigns, the Thieu camp has
sought to establish voting quotas for every district
and precinct. Even members of the lowly People's
Self-Defense Force have been tasked with identifying
which voters are for Thieu, which are neutral, and
which are against the government, and they have been
asked to try to swing as many neutral and oppesition
votes as possible into the government column.

6. It is not clear how explicitly the officials
were told: "This is what President Thieu wants and
we don't care how you get it done." But many province
officials, ti:inking about what would happen to their
careers if the returns from their areas displeased
Thieu, interpreted their instructions in this way .
Thus, many of the abuses of official authority at
the local level probably have never been officially
authorized from above but are the result of local
initiatives meant to be responsive to Thieu.

7. The Fresident seems to have planned his
election strategy well in advance, holding his cards
close to his vest. He has thought it out with more
care than his rivals, who actually needed a good
strategy more than he did. Ever since the multi-
ticket race in 1967, it has been apparent to Thieu
that the best way to make sure that the winner gets
a majority is to make it a two-man race. There was
Some puzzlement last winter, however, whcin Thieu
surfaced his plan to eliminate frivolous candidates.
This plan required presidential candidates to secure
endorsements from either 40 members of the National
Assembly or 100 provincial councilmen. Big Minh and
Ky were the two leaders, apart from Thieu, who seemed
to be in a position to gather the kind of support
needed to qualify under the proposed rules. It made
no sense for Thieu to permit the development of such
a three-man race, because Ky would take more votes
from Thieu than from Minh, thereby weakening Thieu's
over-all position. Hence, the puzzlement over Thieu's
40-100 provision, which eventually became law with
the help of much pressure and alleged widespread
bribery in the Assembly. But once the law was safely
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pasged, Thieu set the second part of his strategy in
moticn, again with the help of considerable arm—
twisting and amid more allegations of bribery. He
cornered so many endorsements that there were not
enough left, after Minh took his share, for Ky to
qualify,

8. Whether Thieu thought that Big Minh would
stay in the race is not clear, but, for all his
planning and thoroughness, it is evident that he

' underestimated the reaction that MinkL's withdrawal
would provoke at home and abroad. Minh's reputation
for indecision is such that some Vietnamese ihought
he would not have enough "get-up-and-go" te get up
and go. The Thieu camp talked itself into believing
that Minh would lose more face by quitting than by
staying the course and getting vhipped. Thus, Thieun
overplayed his hand, intimidating Big Minh out of
the race, leaving himself now with a referendum to
demonstrate popular support.

Big Minh

9. Big Minh never was a very vigorous or de-
termined candidate. It is characteristic of the man
to "yield" tc the urgings of his friends to do the
things he already wants to do, but it is not his
style to make up his own mind and press ahead de-
cisively despite the doubts of those around him. He
is convinced that he is more honest and ethical than
Thieu (mest South Vietnamese would agree with him
on this point), and he believes that he is somehow
better able than Thieu to bring peace to South Viet-
nam, although he does not appear to have thought the
problem through or to have developed anything like
a precise idea about how he might bring peacc sooner.
In fact, his declared unwillingness to help establish
a coalition with the Communists or otherwise to lend
himself to a Communist take-over of South Vietnam
adds up to a position that is, of course, unaccept-
able to the Communists. The Communists nevertheless
clearly would be pleased to see Thieu lose, and they
probably calculate that a Minh government would offer
more opportunities to destroy the unity, suck as it
is, of the anti-Communists.
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10. Ever since Thieu allowed Minh to return

from exile in Bangkok in 1968, politicians of various

hues have urged Minh to return to politics, hoping

to catch a ride on his coattails. Having heard a

chorus of appeals that only he could bring peace,

Minh finally decided during the winter of 1970-71

to make himself available. He was not a hard-driving

politician determined to make an all-out effort for

a distant and difficult goal; rather, he saw himself

as a possible savior of the country, needed and wanted
N by a majority of his compatriots. Victory would either

fall into his lap without much real effort on his part,

or if it did not, this would be prima facie evidence

that the Thieu camp had rigged the election.

11. Although his reasons were different, Minh,
like Thieu, disdained deals with political groupings
that made overtures to him. He always correctly suz-
pected that they were trying to "use" him and appar-
ently was afraid that he would 1ot in return be able
to "use" them-~-the guts of manv =z volitical deal.
Unlike Thieu, however, Minh ne%=ar developed a politi-
cal strategy worthy of the name, and he character-
istically displayed little energy in any direction.
He made no move to build a campaign organization
where it counts--among the voters in the provinces.
His only "organization" seems to have been tha staff
of advisers he assembled in Saigon. The closest
thing to a cecuntry-wide campaign apparatus available
to Minh was the An Quang Buddhists' organization of
monks. The monks could have helped him carry many
a district, but Minh's refusal to make deals and his
generally poor prospects discouraged An Quang leaders
from endorsing him publicly, much less from going
all out to help him.

12. From the beginning, Big Minh's main cam-
paign strategy has been to threaten to withdraw if
the election were "rigged." With his simplified
view of his prospects, Minh probably never saw any
difference between his cpponents' legitimate efforts
to stack the odds against him--legal efforts that
were nevertheless abuses of official authority--and
out-and-out dishonest measures to create phony vote
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totals. Minh appears to have been just as much con-
cerned about evidence that the government bureaucracy
was mobilizing to get out the vote for Thieu--a com-
mon practice in much of Asia--as he was about un-
covering duplicate voting cards printed to enable
some voters to vote twice for the same candidate.

13. Minh clearly expected a certain amount of
this latter kind of practice, and his oft-~repeated
threats to withdraw if it got out of hand were meant
to keep such abuses and dishonesty to a minimum.
Witat seems to have taken him by surprise, however,
was the massiveness of Thieu's total campaign effort
as it developed this summer. It naturally suited
Minh's purposes when announcing his withdrawal to
emphasize the government's harassment of his campaign
workers and the duplicate voting cards, but he prob-
ably was egually dismayed to discover how unequal
were his and Thieu's campaign organizations in num-
bers, skills, and efficiency.

Vice President Ky

l4. Ky from time to time has been far from
hard~headed about the practical aspzacts of certain
projects in which he has taken an interest, particu-
larly those involving sustained hard work. His
short-lived leadership of the South Vietnamese Gov-
ernment delegation at the Paris talks is a good ex-
ample. Consistent with his record in this respect,
he never did take a hard look at his prospects in
a race against Thieu, with or without Minh in the
election.

15. Thieu has frustrated Ky's ambitions ever
since he finessed Ky out of the top spot on the
ticket in the 1967 presidentizl election. Ky genu-
inely believes that he would make a better president
than Thieu because he is more decisive--he can still
point with some pride to his firm handling of the
Buddhist Struggle Movement in 1966; indeed, he gen-
erally performed well as prime minister during that
difficult period. During the last four years, how-
ever, he has been chafing at his lack of real political
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power. He decided to throw his hat in the ring only
after it became apparent to him that Thieu would not
ask him to join the government ticket. Until that
point last spring, Ky seemed to feel that he had
iittle chance of beating Thieu and that he would be
better off settling for the vice presidency if he
could get it. Once it was clear to him that he was
being spurned, however, he went on the attack, crit-
icizing Thieu vigorously at erery turn.

The President pushed his elec-
tion bill through the Assembly and then prevented Ky
from getting the needed endorsements. Ky's name was
put back on the ballot for a while only because af-
ter Eig Minh's withdrawal a second name seemed to be
needed on the presidential ballot for the sake of
appearances. The Supreme Court's eleventh-hour de-
cision to validate the endorsements earlier declared
invalid and its subsequent decision to remove Ky's
name from the ballot may be justified in legal terms,
but these decisions were clearly arranged behind the
scenes by Thieu.

17, Predictably, Ky's main interest at this
point is to make Thieu's life as uncomfortable as
possible. Ky not only refused to play the patsy
by acting as a strawman opponent at Thieu's con-
venience; he will do his best to harass the Presi-
dent and to goad other opposition elements to at-
tack him during the balance of the campaign.

18. Ky still has longer-term ambitions, how-
ever, and he will do his best to become the leader
of the opposition, a job that could be Minh's for
thie asking but one for which Minh has no stomach.

The best organized of the opposition groups, however,
are the An Quang Buddhists. They still remember Ky
as the man who crushed their Struggle Movement in
1966, and they have no love for him. This neces-
sarily limits Ky's prospects as the leader of any
opposition coalition.
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The Immediate Impact on the Elections

2C. Most elenents of the populace with political
ambitions in South Vietnam have only begun to focus
on the pre51dent1al campa;gn because they were
heavily engaged in campaigning for the recernt Lower
House elections. An Quang Buddhists, Catholics, the
Cao Dai and Hoa Hao sects, and the many parties all
hoped to return representatives to Saigon. With the
extensive assistance made available by the government
to selected candidates from some of these groups, the
government expected to return a proadministration ma-
jority during the next sitting of the House. Initial
reporting on the election results indicates that the
government has been successful.

21. As in the presidential race, there have been
bitter complaints from opposition candidates about
abuses on the part of government authorities. There
have been reports from scattered provinces of opposi-
tion candidates under surveillance by the police, of
campaiygn workers being rcughed up or threatened with
the draft, and of military personnel in civilian
clothes disrupting political meetings. Some candi-
dates threatened to withdraw, and a few did so. Al-
though there were reports on election day of some
irregularities in the voting, these do not appear to
have been extensive. The voter turnout was heavy,
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moreover, with some 78 percent of those eligible vot-
ing, compared with 65 percent in the 1970 Senate
election.

22, The general disillusionment and unrest al-
ready generated by recent developments in the presi-
dential race have clearly increased the danger of a
popular reaction against government manipulation of
the Lower House election. An Quang candidates appear
to have done fairly well in the main centers of Bud-
dhist strength, but if Buddhist leaders nevertheless
conclude that they would have done much better ex-
cept for official interference, widespread protests
could occur. Under such conditions, some opposition
groups might well adopt more militant tactics and
take to the streets.

23. In the referendum, President Thieu is likely
to get the vote of confidénce he seeks, barring the
appearance of some new factor in the political equa-
tion, with the main question being the number of vot-
ers who go to the polls. The Buddhist opposition could
call for a boycott, but it would be conspicuous for
individuals to stay away from the polls on election
day, and there will be many pressures to cast a vote.
It seems more likely that many disenchanted voters
will find some way teo invalidate their ballots. This
could be the only choice for voters who wish to take
a position against Thieu on 3 October.

24. There may also be some efforts to disrupt
the presidential balloting by citing unfairness, but
this also entails considerable personal risk for those
involved. The Communists, of course, are perfectly
ready to take such risks, and they are much more likely,
now that Minh is off the ballct, to grenade and mor-
tar the polling places. Indications of unusual Con-
munist interest in encouraging sympathizers to vote
against Thieu {and for Minh) have always bezn mixed
with other indications that the enemy is preparing
for military action of various kinds timed to disrupt
the elections.
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The Longer Term Impact

25. The events of August have provided ammuni-
tion to those who wish to attack che government's
claims to legitimacy. These events have weakened sup-
port for such claims based on the long and difficult
process from constituent assembly to constitution and
through a series of elections that allowed the opposi:-
tion real hope of attaining legislative office and a
genuine voice in the shaping of policy. But cosmetics
always play an important role in such matters, and
currently the constitution and the elections appear
more a facade forstrong~man rule than a foundation
for government.

26, The fact that the government in the South
is well organized to get out a large vote and bring
pressure on the public to vote so as to produce a
result overwhelmingly in favor of the incumbent can
be used by Saigon's critics to blur the differences
between North and South~-even though the differences
are, of course, still enormous.

27. In the South, by design, there has been an
evolution of rising political expectations based on
more than the still new formal institutions of demo-
cratic government. In recent years, policy makers in
South Vietnam have found many ways to respond to the
needs of the pecple and to give them a sense of in-
volvement with their government. Viilage self-help
programs engage the people in working together on
economic projects. Steps have been taken to revive
local leadership in the villages. Land reform appears
to have conveyed a real sense of the government's
social concern in a number of areas. Government as-
sistance in developing more profitable crops and in
getting them to market has given many people a feel-
ing that they have a personal stake in secure govern-
ment control over their area. Although the people of
South Vietnam are still deeply cynical about the moti-
vation of political elites and the lesser officialdom,
and the government's authority has often been most
manifest through the undisciplined action of its
troops passing through a village, nevertheless, the
aforemention~d programs and others like them have in
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recent years given the people some reason to hope
that their concerns were becoming the concerns of
government and that they would be given a fair shake.

28. Now the prospect of a one-candidate elec-
tion is hurting the government's standing in the
eyes of many South Vietnamese, particularly the more
politically conscious and articulate segments of the
population. It never has been easy to gauge how
the Vietnamese people really feel about such matters,
and the extent of their concern can only be guessed
at, at least for a while. Nevertheless, recent de-
velopments have almost certainly offended the sense
of justice of many South Vietnamese. They tend to
confirm the judgment widely held in South Vietnam
that Thieu lacks the high qualities of personal
character attributed to Big Minh.

29. On the other hand, there is another impor-
tant aspect of the August events that may have a very
different impact on much of the population. Many
people in Southeast Asia, like many US city~dwellers
tend to respect ieaders who know how to marshal po-
litical power and run an effective operation. Thieu
may have won a few points by virtue of the very mas-
siveness and toughness of his political operations.

30. Opposition elites must now review the bi4ding
and perhaps recalculate their long-term plans to achieve
a place in the sun. The two-year old debate among the
militant Buddhists may be revived again, depending on
how they read the Lower House election results. Some
Buddhist lecders are likely again to urge a disruptive
stance agaiust the government.

31. Continuing resort to a more authoritarian
operatiovnal style on the government's part seems likely.
Recent experiments with Western democratic forms have
been largely inspired by the US, when the US military
presence and role were greatest. As Vietnamization
continues and US influence on South Vietnamese internal
affairs declines, there will be fewer and fewer re-
straints on all of the political elites in South Viet~
nam.
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The Likelihood of a Coup

33. Although the recent developments have damaged
the always shaky unity of the non-Communist side in
South Vietnam and have probably reduced popular support
for the regime for a while, they probably have not made
a coup more likely, even in the longer term. A success-
ful coup requires the support of substantial components
of the army, and the army leadership is probably not
%articularly upset by Thieu's tactics or by a one-man

race,"

34. A coup would be a real possibility, how-
ever, if enough commanders come to believe that some
development really unacceptable to them was in pros-—
pect. If the regime seemed to be coming apart at the
seams, as a result of political squabbling or mili-
tary reverses, the army comnanders might step in to
restore control. If they believed that a coalition
with the Communists were being arranged, it is en-
tirely possible that they would remove the arrangers.
In the minds of many, the most important possibility
that could spark a coup remains some future US move
that would involve withdrawing support from the gov-
ernment then ruling in Saigon or from its essentially
anti-Communist policies.

Conclusion

35. So far, the political impact of Thieu's
heavy-handed tactics, of Minh's withdrawal, and of the
Supreme Co':rt decisions has been felt most keenly by
those elements closest to Minh and Ky. Many oppor- ,
tunists at lower levels are also likely to be dis-
couraged about ever getting anywhere within the
legal system, and a more conspiratorial atmosphere
may revive. There are a number of extremely bitter
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political leaders available to help conspire. Mili-
tant demonstrations and aqovernment suppressive mea-
sures, always a possibility in South Vietnam, now
seem potentially more dangerous.

36. While these gloomy possibilities must re-
main of concern, it is well to keep in mind that
many elements at work within the constitutional sys-
tem may not feel immediately threatened or even
feel particularly disturbed. The Buddhist opposition
leaders, of course, are undoubtedly disturbed, but
it is noteworthy that they remained heavily occupied
with Sunday's Lower House election until it was over,
suggesting that they may still fzel that they have a
piece of the action. Many villagers, moreover, bene-
fiting from various government programs, may still
feel that the government is looking out for their in-
terests, sharp election practices notwithstanding.
The army is probably not upset by recent developments.,
It is still possibie that Thieu will look back on his
own re-election and think: "Look at what I have or-
chestrated." Many South Vietnamese, not imbued with
Western democratic ideals, may respect him for demon-
s*trating such political power.

37. But President Thieu must now keep his guard
up against an assortment of bitter men unlike any ar-
rayed against him since he took office in November
1967. 1If he finds himself consulting with his generals
again soon to assure himself of tl :ir political sup-
port, this will be a signal that South Vietnam is in
danger of losing five years of political progress.
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